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Acknowledging Intersectionality: An
Autoethnography of a Black School Counselor
Educator and Father of a Student with Autism
Michael D. Hannon

Montclair State University

Black families and White families are affected by autism in different ways. Little scholarship
acknowledges these differences, especially those communicated by Black fathers of students with
autism. In this article, I share an evocative autoethnography which highlights how my cultural,
familial, and occupational identities intersect and confound my experience as a Black father of
a student with autism. The narrative focuses the negotiation between my son’s schoolteachers
and staff and my wife and I as we determine educational services in his Individualized Education
Plan.
Keywords: autism, schools, Black families, Black fathers
In this autoethnography, I present and analyze how my cultural, familial, and occupational
identities intersect while navigating my relationship with my son’s schoolteachers and staff. My
most salient identity as a Black man, husband, and father to a Black wife and children prompt
me to be acutely aware of our local public school’s racial and ethnic diversity. My former job as
an urban school counselor and current job as a school counselor educator who conducts about
Black fathers of students with autism also influence my perspectives and questions about the
district’s racial and ethnic diversity. My research agenda is framed by questions about how
schools engage fathers of students with autism, with an emphasis on Black and other minority
fathers (Hannon, 2013, 2014, 2017).
Autoethnography is a qualitative methodology that combines the researcher’s self within a
particular cultural context (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) and is used to investigate specific phenomena
from an insider perspective (Tullis Owen et al., 2009). It has been used to explore intersectional
identities in educational contexts (Griffin, 2012; Howard, 2012) and with illness and disability
(Spieldenner, 2014). The presentation of autoethnography varies (Spieldenner, 2014), but
generally falls into two categories: analytic autoethnography and evocative autoethnography.
Chang (2008) wrote evocative autoethnographies should be “ethnographic in its methodological
orientation, cultural in its interpretive orientation, and autobiographical in its content
orientation”, thereby involving both storytelling and critical analysis (p. 48). My account uses
evocative autoethnography because it intentionally discloses hidden details of life, highlights
emotion, and illuminates how the relationship between my son’s school personnel and me
unfolds over a specific time period (Pace, 2012). I examine the relationship between the self (i.e.,
a reflexive agent, or me) and the other (i.e., established structures of sociocultural recognition,
or my son’s school personnel; Abbinnett, 2003; Jones, 2013) as I negotiate securing appropriate
educational services required in his individualized education plan (IEP).
LOCATED IN THE LITERATURE: AUTISM, BLACK FAMILIES, AND SCHOOLS
The distribution of disability is tied to the degree of social advantage when variables such as
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, and age are considered (Brault, 2012). The term
autism refers to a range of more specific diagnoses on a continuum of autism spectrum disorder,
“. . . characterized by severe and pervasive impairments in several areas of development that can
include: reciprocal social interaction skills, communication skills, or the presence of stereotyped
behavior, interests, and activities” (American Psychiatric Association, APA, 2015, p. 69).
Diagnosis rates for autism continue to increase (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
CDC, 2014) which has implications for schools. Recent data suggest 1 in 68 children in the
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United States are diagnosed with autism, and boys are diagnosed six times more frequently than
girls (CDC, 2014). In New Jersey, where I live and work, the autism diagnosis rate is 1 in 45
children (CDC, 2014). Schools have opportunities and confront challenges in providing services
to students with autism. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; see
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/ for more information) legally ensures specialized services to students
with disabilities up to 21 years old. Schools leaders are actively refining ways to best serve this
student population and their families in response to these trends.
School counselors have an important role in schools. Their work addresses student needs by
delivering comprehensive school counseling services that support students’ academic,
personal/social, and career development (American School Counselor Association, ASCA,
2012). Several factors influence how families of students with autism are able to adjust to their
unique needs. These factors include but are not limited to symptom severity, socioeconomic
status, race and ethnicity, and coordination of care (e.g., therapeutic, educational). My
professional and personal experiences inform my ideas about how schools can be sensitive,
responsive, and open to family and father feedback. How schools engage students with autism
and their families is worth inquiry, especially given diagnosis and care disparities between
students with autism from different racial backgrounds.
Autism in Black Students
The CDC (2014) reported the prevalence rate among White and Black children with autism was
15.8 percent and 12.3 percent, respectively. The differences in prevalence are noteworthy when
considering diagnosis timing. The literature suggests diagnosis differences exist for a number of
reasons, including access to care and co-occurring diagnoses in Black children.
Access to care for individuals with autism varies by race and ethnicity. Racial and ethnic
minorities with autism access care at much lower rates than White individuals with autism
(Thomas et al., 2007). Mandell and colleagues (2009) found that patterns of delayed and missed
autism diagnoses may be exacerbated among racial and ethnic minorities. However, this
phenomenon was not generalizable to my experience because of the social and cultural capital I
possess (Portes, 1998). My wife and I both have advanced degrees and are educators with over
25 years combined experience. Furthermore, my wife was raised in the community where we
live and is an alumna of our son’s current school. I do not submit that we are exempt from subtle
racist behavior that surfaces by way of microaggressions (Sue et al., 2008; e.g., “I wouldn’t have
guessed that you were a professor.”). However, I believe the type of family we represent (e.g.,
middle-class, college educated, heterosexual, married, two-parent household) has been
constructed as respectable to our son’s school district.
Symptoms of autism are assessed differently between children of different racial and ethnic
groups, as well. Recent trends suggest almost one-half (48%) of Black children with autism are
dually diagnosed with an intellectual disability, compared to 25% of White children (CDC,
2014). Mandell and associates (2007) found Black children were over two and a half times less
likely to receive an autism diagnosis on their first specialty care visit compared to White children.
Among those Black children who did not receive an autism diagnosis on their first specialty visit,
they were five times more likely to receive an adjustment disorder diagnosis and almost two and
a half times more likely to receive a conduct disorder diagnosis, compared to White children.
Such disparities in diagnosis timing and co-occurring diagnoses have implications for Black
families needing to understand their children’s symptoms, coordinate therapeutic care, or
navigate educational systems to access school-based support. An early step in this process
requires families to make meaning of this phenomenon, or to answer the question: What does
this diagnosis mean for our student and family?
Making Meaning of Autism in My Family System
To appropriately investigate the complexity of this phenomenon (i.e., Black fathers’ identity as
fathers of individuals with autism) I situate it within a systems theoretical framework (Carter &
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McGoldrick, 2005). The Family Life Cycle Theory (Carter & McGoldrick, 2005) is a specific
family systems orientation that informs how childhood disability can enrich and stress families
over the lifespan in response to two different forms of stressors: vertical and horizontal. Vertical
stressors emerge from family traditions and beliefs passed down through generations (e.g.,
family attitudes, expectations, taboos); these are adopted values. Horizontal stressors are
triggered by predictable (e.g., child’s first day of school) and unpredictable (e.g., unexpected
death) transitions throughout the family life cycle.
My son’s autism diagnosis was both a horizontal and vertical stressor for my family and me
(Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). I knew nothing about autism. Nothing. For me, panic and fear
accompanied the news of his diagnosis, partly because I had no frame of reference. My only
orientation to family members with disabilities was an uncle who has an intellectual disability
and requires a particular level of care as an adult. I did not know what caused or cured autism,
nor did I know how it would affect my son in the short- or long-term future. I was operating from
a deficit orientation, influenced by stereotyped, gendered expectations for my son. Seligman and
Darling (2007) highlighted this phenomenon, when they wrote how fathers are more anxious
about the social status and occupational success of their sons. It was intimidating to consider
who my son would be in his teenage and adult life based on feedback received from medical
professionals about his likely persistent social and developmental challenges. I wanted him fixed.
I was also concerned about how my daughter would fare socially and emotionally
considering how close they are in age. They are only 19 months apart, which likely meant they
would attend the same schools. Siblings of children with disabilities are at significant risk for a
range of challenges (Hannon, 2012) that include increased stress (Barr, McLeod, & Daniel,
2008), low self-esteem (Atkins, 1991), and behavioral problems (Ross & Cuskelly, 2006). These
challenges could easily influence my daughter’s academic experience and success, too. While
some scholarship has been dedicated to studying the vulnerabilities among siblings of students
with disabilities, little has been dedicated to better understanding how Black fathers of students
with autism interpret and describe their experiences within this context.
Black Fatherhood and Autism
McAdoo (1988; 1993) urged educators to frame their work with Black fathers through a systems
perspective because it acknowledges how racism influences Black fathers’ identity, mental
health, and ability to fulfill roles. I know several Black fathers of students with autism through
my own research and community-based work. I actively attempt to engage Black fathers for my
own well-being and to support them along their personal journeys. The literature is clear about
how fatherhood affects men’s mental health (Chin, Daiches, & Hall, 2011; Garfield, Isacco, &
Bartlo, 2010; Guzzo, 2011; Shezifi, 2004). Fatherhood requires on-going role negotiation within
and outside the family, which can be both satisfying and distressing (Shezifi, 2004). DeKanter’s
(1987) description of fatherhood illustrated this phenomenon by asserting fathers’ on-going
negotiation between three levels of meaning: (a) the person of the father (i.e., father’s
embodiment), (b) the position of the father (i.e., father’s socio-cultural capital), and (c) the
symbol of the father (i.e., the father’s role in the life of his child). These three levels have
particular significance for Black fathers considering their susceptibility to individual and
systemic racism (McAdoo, 1988, 1993).
There is a growing body of fatherhood and autism literature (e.g., empirical and nonempirical) that communicates how men describe fathering individuals with autism (Meyer, 1995;
Naseef, 2001, 2013; Peete, 2010). Much of the empirical research has focused on three specific
areas: (a) fathers’ stress, (b) fathers’ reported coping strategies with that stress, and (c) fathers’
experiences with stigma (Canary, 2008; DeMarle & LeRoux, 2001; Dyson, 2010; Flippin &
Crais, 2011; Gerstein et al., 2009; Gray, 2002, 2003; Green, 2003; Hartley et al., 2010, 2012;
Meyer, 1995; Nixon & Cummings, 1999; Reichman, Corman, & Noonan, 2008; Rodrigue,
Morgan, & Geffken, 1992; Seligman & Darling, 2007; Smith & Elder, 2010; Trute, HiebertMurphy, & Levine, 2007; Watzlawik & Clodius, 2011). The large majority of these studies are
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not exclusive to fathers; even less investigate racial and ethnic minority fathers of individuals
with autism.
I conducted narrative study of Black fathers of individuals with autism (Hannon, 2013). The
fathers reported the most demanding aspects of their experience was their orientation to autism
(i.e., What is autism?), having to orient others about their children’s diagnoses (i.e., This is what
autism is . . . .), and their own personal adjustment to autism (i.e., How do I adjust to his/her
needs?). The fathers reported that their children’s interpersonal success (e.g., using appropriate
expressive language; engaging in mutually enjoyable activities with peers) and intrapersonal
success (e.g., evidence of children’s spiritual development; academic success) were the most
rewarding aspects of their fathering experiences. These findings can have implications for the
children’s school experiences and how schools might engage fathers more meaningfully in
educational planning and support. What follows is my analysis of the interactions between school
personnel and me, as we attempted to agree on a revised version of my son’s IEP.
INTERSECTIONALITY AND (RE)NEGOTIATING THE IEP
I have identified my most salient identity as that of Black father (i.e., the reflective agent or self)
and my son’s school personnel as the other (i.e., established structures of sociocultural
recognition) for the purposes of recounting this experience (Abbinnett, 2003; Jones, 2013). I
openly acknowledge that my job as a school counselor educator influences how I interact with
his school personnel. I highlight this interaction by sharing a disagreement between the school
district and me about appropriate services for him.
My son is considered a student with high functioning autism (HFA). His symptom
presentation is mild, whereby he has expressive and receptive language (i.e., he verbally
communicates and understands others’ verbal communication with him). He is in an inclusion
classroom that has students with and without IEPs. Inclusion classrooms require a certified
general education teacher and certified special education teacher. His academic performance is
good; he generally performs well in his classes (e.g., earning A’s and B’s) and falls within
proficient or partially proficient on local and statewide assessments. His most pervasive
symptoms are challenges with reading comprehension, inferential thinking, executive
functioning, and in social relationships. These challenges, combined with on-going sociocultural
vulnerabilities of Black male students in special education, provided a rationale to maintain his
IEP to keep his teachers and administrators formally accountable to meet his educational needs
in school.
(Invisible) Black Father of a Black Son with Autism
My wife and I wanted to maintain the range of services indicated in his current individualized
education plan but the school felt differently. They believed his school performance data (e.g.,
grades, standardized test scores, teacher reports) justified less support. He was doing really well,
they said. On our scheduled meeting date, I was intentional about my presentation (e.g.,
respectable appearance, tone of voice, language) because of prior concerns we have expressed
about our children’s experiences in school. I wanted to help and not hinder reaching a resolution.
My wife and I were ushered to a conference meeting room with our son’s predominantly White
faculty, specialists, and administrators. While neither of us wanted to present as being pushy,
aggressive, or contrary, we agreed to firmly advocate for the broadest range of educational
services. We believed they contributed to his current success and he still needed the support for
his on-going symptoms.
I was sitting next to my son’s White female language arts teacher during this meeting. At
one point, we disagreed about a consequence for missing an assignment. At that specific
moment, I recalled with others in attendance her telling me that if my son did not fully complete
assignments, he would be penalized. I communicated that his being penalized failed to
acknowledge how his executive functioning challenges contribute to submitting an incomplete
assignment as a result of misunderstanding multi-step directions. She retorted by saying she
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never communicated he would be penalized. As I continued to challenge her recollection, she
raised her voice, interrupted, and over-talked me, and asserted I was absolutely wrong. I
considered the implications if I took the same posture with her. Doing so put me at risk of being
perceived as aggressive or hostile. No one in the room acknowledged her aggressive behavior,
although her principal acknowledged it after she left the room. Their entire team was resolved
that his IEP needed to change and that the change would be made. This was when I realized my
invisible status; I was being treated as a Black father who did not possess the knowledge,
sophistication, or capital to challenge their institutional value (i.e., decrease the number of
students with IEPs). I was an invisible Black father and we were invisible Black parents who
needed to comply with the school’s position.
Researcher of Black Fathers’ of Students with Autism Relationships with Schools
My wife and I shared what we knew about how Black students with IEPs are persistently more
vulnerable for poor educational outcomes, compared to White students (Auger, 2013;
Baumberger & Harper, 2007) during the meeting. I told them I was aware of my son’s
vulnerabilities as a Black male student with an IEP and how similar behaviors among Black
students and White students are perceived and described very differently. They seemed
uninterested and unaffected. Unable to reach consensus, we left the meeting agreeing to get my
son a school-based evaluation and a private evaluation for his academic, social, and
psychological needs. These evaluations would inform our next steps in developing an
appropriate IEP.
The district is small (i.e., approximately 1000 students between two schools) and the student
body is racially diverse. The New Jersey State Department of Education (NJDOE; 2014) reports
our district to be approximately 42% White, 33% Black, 13% Hispanic, and 8% Asian. Diversity
among district faculty and administration pales in comparison, with it being overwhelmingly
White. Disaggregated data are not available about racial demographics of special education
students, but research suggests Black children particularly Black males, are generally
overrepresented in special education (Swanson, 2008) and racial and ethnic minorities with
autism are at-risk for poor educational outcomes (Auger, 2013).
The follow-up meeting to determine services based on the two evaluations yielded an
occurrence I have not had in all of my years working in education. Feedback from both
neuropsychologists suggested that my son’s symptoms were very different from his most recent
IEP (approximately two years ago); his autism was less pronounced. However, neither specialist
suggested changes to the IEP for support services. That did not stop the case manager from
unethical behavior. We, inadvertently, found out that she changed his IEP without our knowledge
or consent based on his mild symptom presentation and his performance record. All trust and
confidence in their professional practice was ruptured at that moment.
My wife and I had to remind them who we were; I had to remind them who I was. I was a
concerned father of a student and that seemed insufficient. I was a Black father concerned about
my Black son’s academic and social trajectory when I considered his strengths and
vulnerabilities. That was not enough. I was a concerned Black father, who was also faculty
member at a public state institution’s College of Education and Human Services, whose wife
was her district’s most recent Teacher of the Year. We were familiar with special education
policy and our rights as parents. That was almost enough. We were parents who were willing to
file an ethical complaint to our state board of education and the case manager’s professional
organization if they did not correct their errors. That is when we were finally acknowledged as
visible and our position worthy of consideration.
School Counselor Educator of School Counselors of Students with Autism
The combination of my personal experiences and professional knowledge influence my role as
a school counselor educator. School counselors have an important role in supporting students
with autism. In order for school counseling programs to be comprehensive in design,
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developmental in nature, and preventative in scope (Dollarhide, Gibson, & Saginak, 2008) for
this growing student population, school counselor educators must be willing to investigate and
understand the broader (e.g., family, community, institutional) and school-based experiences of
students with autism and their families.
The American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 2013) published a position statement,
The School Counselor and Students with Disabilities, which articulates how school counselors
can provide services for students with IEPs. Their work includes tasks such as:
. . . providing school counseling curriculum lessons, individual and/or group counseling . . . ; short-term, goalfocused counseling in instances where it is appropriate and to include these strategies in the individual educational
program (IEP); encouraging family involvement in the educational process; [and] advocating for students with
special needs in the school and in the community.

Baumberger and Harper (2007) recommended specific ways school counselors can support
students with disabilities (e.g., autism) through data collection, the utility of specific
interventions, engaging stakeholders of this specific population, and demonstrating leadership
within and outside of the school community. Rock and Leff (2007) highlighted the increased
need to support students with special needs when considering poor educational outcomes for this
population. The authors recommended school counselors be involved in the planning,
implementation, and evaluation of special education services as a collaborator and direct service
provider.
The family strengths model of adjustment to disability (Alston & Turner, 1994) informs my
instructional practices in preparing school counselors to support Black students with autism and
their families. This model illustrates how kinship/family bonds, role flexibility, spiritual support,
and education can support students and their families during educational journey.
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Black educators and educators of Black students should continue to consider the ways their
personal and professional identities intersect while engaging with sociocultural and political
institutions. These intersections offer a glimpse of our own breadth, depth and complexity.
Navigating these identities in support of my son’s, my family’s, and my own wellness can be
overwhelming and challenging, at times. I am reminded to celebrate all of those identities and
the various ways they intersect and contribute to who I was, am, and hope to be.
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